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JUST THE FOUR OF US


I was born on Christmas Eve, 1960 - and my mother’s life fell apart just 21 days later. It would be 20 years before I made her burn with pride and a further 20 years before I met my father.

The shattering of my mother’s life happened one evening, once I had been fed and settled and my older brother Anton and sister Trixie lay sleeping peacefully in their beds.

How contented my mum must have felt as she kissed everyone goodnight. She was desperately proud of her tidy three-bedroom home on a new-build estate in Bedford, where her life revolved around her family. A surprise third baby, me, had been a delightful if unplanned addition, and life seemed very sweet indeed.

Mum was lying in bed next to my father, Tony Vorderman, when he turned and told her that he had some news. And then, in three short phrases, he tore her life, and our lives, apart. ‘I’ve met someone. I love her and I want to be with her.’

The affair - the betrayal - had been going on as I was growing in my mother’s womb. To add to her pain, she later realised that she had even been conned into meeting the mother of the girl who was destroying her family. My father was 40 at the time, and the girl with whom he was having the affair was 16.

The girl’s mother, who had cooked for my father while Mum was in hospital, knew of the affair and approved of it, and so when my mum came home a week after giving birth to me, Tony begged her to come and meet the ‘kindly’ neighbour who he claimed had been looking after him so well. My brother and sister were back in North Wales being cared for by our grandparents so my father had been free to do as he pleased.

This ‘wonderful’ lady had made him meals every day, he enthused. It was only right and proper that my mum should thank the woman for her kindness.

It seemed so important to him that Mum even went out and had her hair done so she looked nice. She went with my father and ate tinned salmon and cucumber sandwiches, drank tea and passed the time of day.

Always polite, my mother thanked the lady for everything she had done. She never thought for one second that the hospitality had extended to a full-blown affair with the woman’s teenage daughter.

So when she lay in bed - so stunned by my father’s news that she could hardly speak - the full impact of his cheating hit her. She determined in that instant that family life as she knew it was over. There was no going back. He had played around and caused traumas before.

For years, my mother felt too distressed to tell anyone the details of what happened, and she didn’t tell me about the affair until I was 15. She never spoke badly of my father while I was growing up, but she didn’t need to. His actions since that day, or lack of them, spoke louder than any words could. In turn, I have only told those closest to me until now, but it is impossible to tell my story without sharing my beginning.

My father’s total rejection of me, which continued for decades, has had an impact throughout my life. I never told my mother how I felt, because it might have made her wonder if she wasn’t enough, and so those feelings remained unspoken. But it has driven me to try to prove myself time after time, to be better, to do more, to work harder, to give my mum back the self-respect she felt she had lost. Mum and I have lived together all my life; she is a huge part of my everyday and I would do anything for her.

 



Back in January 1961, when my father dropped his bombshell, Mum could only think of getting back to her own parents as fast as she could, for comfort.

The following morning, once she had fed all the children and changed me, she rang the farm in Prestatyn, in North Wales,  where my grandparents lived, and told her mother what had happened.

Two days later, on a grey and miserable day, Tony Vorderman drove his whole family to the nearest station to dump them. Nothing was said, no tearful, long-drawn-out goodbyes exchanged. Trixie and Anton, who were then aged nine and seven, were told that they were being taken on a trip. My mother remembers that my father seemed utterly relieved that we were all going. As the train pulled away, he turned abruptly and left. It was the last time my father and I had anything to do with each other until I was in my 40s.

During the next couple of years, Tony Vorderman would occasionally drive up to North Wales to see my brother and sister. But on these visits he refused to have anything to do with me. He wouldn’t hold me. He never cuddled me or kissed me or stroked my head. It was as if I didn’t exist.

My mother clearly remembers one instance when Trixie and Anton were being driven off in the back of Tony’s big, posh Jaguar, waving out of the window, both clearly puzzled why their baby sister wasn’t coming too. He’d come to collect them from school to take them out for tea. Mum was there for the handover and I was in a big, old-fashioned pushchair. She needed to get home to feed me, but he wouldn’t give us a lift, so she pushed me back up the street to the bus stop and felt, in that instant, a crashing sense of loneliness. I was a happy baby and was kicking and laughing, obviously far too young then to understand. But many times since then I’ve thought  that, to my father, I was the child who should never have been born.

How different life had been back in 1946, when timid little Jean Davies met the charming and affable Anton Vorderman, known as Tony, who was 25, courteous and flirtatious. He had been a member of the Dutch Resistance during the war, and after the liberation of Holland he joined the Royal Netherlands Army and was posted to North Wales. Meanwhile, my mum, Jean, was a naïve and unworldly young girl who had been raised on a farm in Prestatyn, a genteel seaside resort. The middle one of three daughters born to David Davies, a tenant farmer, and his wife, Jane, she was bright and won a scholarship to the local grammar school.

She left school at the age of 15, as most girls did in those days, and went on to ‘business college’ to learn shorthand and typing. By the age of 17, she had found a job with the War Department in nearby Rhyl. It was there, at the popular British Restaurant tucked behind the town hall, that she first met and fell in love with my father.

They married within 18 months. My mother - who had never been outside Wales before - set off for her wedding in Holland. This was a huge adventure and her sister Megan travelled with her to be a witness at the wedding.

Where my mother and father lived in Holland, few people spoke English and most teenage brides would have been daunted and isolated by this strange new post-war world. But my capable mother simply rolled up her sleeves and got on with life. She  quickly learned the language and made new friends.

When Tony was demobbed from the Army a couple of years later, my parents returned to Prestatyn, where they started a business with just £20 of savings. Tony was very good at mending bikes and quickly earned a good reputation for his work. Eventually they had a thriving enterprise, with two shops which sold bicycles, prams, toys and motorbikes.

Mum was delighted when she became pregnant with their first child but, tragically, she miscarried. Soon after she became pregnant again, and was thrilled to carry the baby to full term. This was 1950, when there were no scans during pregnancy, so when this small framed five-foot-three girl went almost four weeks overdue with her baby, nothing was done to hasten labour.

When it was finally time to give birth, she went to a local ‘cottage hospital’, as they were known. But the damage had already been done and after the joy of discovering she was the mother of a boy who weighed 9lbs 6oz, a huge baby for a girl so small, she realised her son was dying.

The birth had been so physically traumatic that the baby, hastily named John, lived for just one hour. My mother was 21 years old when she held her dead baby in her arms - and she came out of hospital alone.

My older sister Beatrix, or Trixie as we know her, was born in 1951, to be followed a couple of years later by Anton.

Anton, my bright, loving and charismatic big brother, was born four weeks early with a double-cleft palate and a double-cleft  lip. His deformity was so bad that the midwife ran from the room with the baby in her arms so that my mum couldn’t see his face. He developed severe breathing problems and Mum was warned that he might not survive the night.

He was baptised and confirmed by the dean of our Catholic church, but incredibly my mother still wasn’t allowed to see him. It would be another five days before she saw her son. Mum told me later: ‘It was such a shock to see his poor little face.’ His upper lip was split and tissue was bunched up in a large lump under his single nostril. His nose was twisted to the side of his face and his lower lip pulled down.

She wasn’t allowed to hold him and visits were restricted to an hour a day in the nursery where he lay among the other babies. All she could do was sit by the side of his cot, look at the son for whom she had unconditional love and pray.

It was a full month before Mum was asked to bring Anton home. The reality was that looking after this baby was a full-time job and there just weren’t enough hospital staff to cope. She was told that Anton would be better off being cared for by his family. So he came home. But because of his medical condition, he couldn’t breastfeed or accept a bottle. The only way Mum could feed him was by carefully tipping milk from a medicine glass into his mouth - a process which would take hours and leave both of them exhausted. But Mum was determined.

Anton’s first operation at Alder Hey Hospital in Liverpool, at the age of just five months, was to lift and centre the bone in his  nose. Three weeks later, he had his second operation, to re-shape the bubble of tissue under his nostril into a functional upper lip and make a second nostril.

For the first time, at the age of six months, Anton had something resembling a mouth. It made his torturous feeding routine much easier, and he repaid my mum with the first of his endless smiles. He went on to beam his way through 24 operations, as his face was slowly and painfully reconstructed. He smiles a lot, my brother. But, after losing two babies, none of this was easy for Mum.

Anton’s operations continued when we went back to live in Prestatyn, and when I was just 18 months old, she worried about me too as I was rushed by ambulance to hospital for an emergency operation on my twisted bowel. She was told I had just hours to live.

 



When I was a very young child, all I knew of my real father stared out at me from a black and white photograph. There were no pictures of him on display in our little flat in Prestatyn, but at some time I must have seen one surviving snapshot. It was a head-and-shoulders photograph of a man wearing a soldier’s cap and it became the only hazy image I harboured of him. I remembered that our eyes were the same, with huge eyelids. And he had an enigmatic smile.

We never mentioned my father’s name, and I didn’t ask my mother any questions about him. Unlike Trixie and Anton, who had spent their formative years with him, to me he was nothing  more than a mythical construct, like a character out of a piece of fiction or a historical figure.

If, as they say, ignorance is bliss, then my situation in these early years was preferable to that of my brother and sister, who must have been scarred by the sudden separation. I know that they both missed him at times - particularly Trixie.

Birthdays and Christmas were always sad for them because we never heard from our father - we used to call him ‘Our Father who art in Bedford’, a sarcastic twist on the Lord’s Prayer. He never sent cards or presents, but Trixie’s godmother, our Aunty Flo, always made sure there was a present for her and my own godparents always managed to find some money for me to have a little party with jellies and cakes.

I suppose I just assumed, when I was very small, that all families were like ours. It wasn’t until I was older, around five or six, that I became truly conscious of his absence and it slowly began to dawn on me that I seemed to be the only child in my school whose father wasn’t around. In our world, divorce was something of a rarity, all the more so at the Catholic school I went to, and so I started to think about it. Sometimes I would have tea with my friends and see them run into their fathers’ arms, or see how their dads helped them with their homework and gave them hugs and little kisses on their heads. At these moments, I would feel a strange pang. Not envy, because Mum, of course, would do all those things, but more a moment of wondering why my father wasn’t even around.

The most difficult pill for Trixie, Anton and I to swallow had  to be that, before long, our father acted as though we didn’t exist and yet was happy to play Dad elsewhere. When my parents divorced many years later, Tony remarried. He and his second wife had two children together, our half-sisters Karen and Alberdina. To them, he was the perfect father and for their sakes, I’m very glad about that. To me, he completely refused to be a father. For a while he would roll up from time to time to see Trixie and Anton, but I was not part of any of that. After just a few years, he stopped contact with my brother and sister too. That was bad enough, but what was unforgiveable was that he refused for very many years to give my mother any money whatsoever to help raise his children, a nine-year-old girl, a seven-year-old boy with a serious medical condition and a baby just weeks old.

 



After the shock of Tony’s words back in 1961, Mum left her home in Bedford and turned up at her parents’ farm in Prestatyn.

Mum quickly found us somewhere to live. Number Three Palmeira Gardens belonged to her father’s brother, Uncle Will, who rented the property to her. So, with a little help from her parents, who delved into their pension money, we moved to ‘Number Three, Pal Gardens’, as we always called it.

The semi-detached house was divided into two flats and the idea was that we would live on the ground floor and Mum would sub-let the top floor for a couple of pounds a week.

It was a street full of family. My mum’s older sister Aunty  Megan, her husband Uncle Arthur and my cousin Mark lived at Number Seven, and my mum’s cousin Aunty Dorothy, her husband Uncle Neville and our cousins Pamela, Peter and Paul lived at Number Nine. Cosy.

Because our ground-floor flat only had two bedrooms, Mum decided that she, Trixie and I should be in one room and Anton, who was seven, in the other. So my big brother slept in the tiny box room down the narrow hallway, and we girls had the bigger room at the front. Our dormitory was a bit cramped but lively (everything was lively in that flat). Trixie had a single bed in the bay window, while Mum and I shared a double bed in the centre of the room. If that wasn’t cramped enough, our little bedroom would soon gain another occasional lodger - our cousin Pamela.

Quite why Pam decided to spend so much time with us I shall never really fully understand, as she only lived three doors away. But this was the 60s and Trixie and Pam were becoming glamorous teenagers, and within weeks of getting to know each other properly, the pair of them became inseparable - bonded by their mutual love of mischief.

After months of serving Pam breakfast, lunch and tea, Mum finally tired of having to march her up the street every night at bedtime (that was when Trixie and Pam were actually home by bedtime). She realised it was much easier to squeeze another bed and body into our room, we were squashed but happy. We stayed like that, four to a room, until I was about nine years old.

Life at Number Three, Pal Gardens was never, ever dull. Down  the hallway was our main room, where all life seemed to be played out. It was a long, narrow room with an old, battered sofa with a red bri-nylon cover taking centre stage, a new material in the 60s which came in every colour. Its arms had quite a few brown-rimmed holes - cigarette burns from the days when Trixie and Pam started to smoke. Well, no-one knew about cancer in those days; it was glamorous and just a bit naughty, so they had to do it. They had thick and long false eyelashes, very trendy haircuts and wore the shortest skirts with white PVC boots.

There was also room for a table in our main room and with it a long stool which spent most of its time upside down, as it was my ‘island’. A big cardboard box served as my boat, in which I’d push myself along for hours on end while bedlam went on around me.

At the other end of the room, through a wobbly sliding door, was what we exaggeratedly used to call the kitchen, but by today’s standards it was nothing more than a scullery, with the only fixtures and fittings being an antiquated gas cooker and a sink. The only ‘gadget’ we owned was our chip pan, which lived permanently on top of the stove.

Mum, bless her, has never been much of a cook, but the one thing she could make was chips and so that was the staple of our diet. My grandfather (we called him Taidie - pronounced Tidy - the Welsh word for grandad) would arrive once a week with my kind and lovely grandmother Nainie (pronounced Niney - Welsh for grandmother) and present Mum with a sack of potatoes and a tray of eggs from the local farm. ‘If  you’ve got potatoes, eggs and a tin of beans, then you’ve got a meal,’ Taidie used to say. Eggs, chips and beans: that was the regular but always much appreciated menu in our flat.

The chip pan was black and crusty on the outside from constant use, but bright and shiny inside, and when Mum wasn’t looking, I used to entertain myself playing with it because as the lard slowly heated up over the gas flame, the solidified fat would start to melt away and I could make patterns in it by poking the chip basket up and down.

At the back of the flat was the garden. It was no more than a patch of scrub really, and it backed onto the local bakery. There was a rickety old table out there, which Anton decided to jazz up, painting it in 60s psychedelic colours. I thought it was the most glamorous thing we had, even though the paint was peeling as it was left out in the rain. Right at the end of the garden was an old shed with a slanted, corrugated-tin roof, which Trixie used to sunbathe on in the summer months, basting herself in vegetable fat so she could burn as much as possible in what little sunshine there was.

And then there was the bathroom - the dreaded bathroom - a room so cold that even when you ran hot water in the summer months, steam would still come off the windows. Somehow it always had a micro-climate - with a bitter, damp, biting and cutting-right-through-you cold. Bath time, just once a week in those days, was always on a Sunday night before school and it was an uncomfortable ordeal, loathed by all of us, including my mother.

In the winter months, it was a constant battle to stay warm and as a young child I learned to tackle the lack of heat with military precision. To go to bed, I would layer myself up in as many night-clothes and jumpers as I could find, wait for Mum to make my hot water bottle and then dive under the eiderdown and warm my patch. One of the benefits of sharing a bed with Mum as a child was that when she was eventually able to turn in for the night, I could snuggle up close to her for extra warmth. We had no double-glazing or central heating, but we did have one heater in the main room. It was called a Cannon Gas Miser and because it had the word Cannon (the manufacturer) printed over its white Bakelite bars, I always assumed that it must have been a gift from our local priest, Canon Collins. I hadn’t spotted the difference in spelling in those days. As a result, I always felt grateful to him and gave him a special mention in my prayers before bed.

While my father continued to refuse to pay a penny towards our upkeep, my mother - working desperately to keep us fed - held down three or more jobs at any one time. During the first part of the day, she was employed as a secretary in a primary school. Then, in the afternoons, she worked for a local accountancy company. She also earned extra bits of cash at home by typing and would sit at the table and crash through mountains of papers, carefully copying every word and column on the sheet. And on two nights a week, she went to the local harness racing or “trotting” track, where she was the track secretary, while Trixie worked there selling programmes at the entrance and  Anton looked after me. Sometimes we were allowed down to the track and those evening meetings, with the bright lights and the roar of the crowd and the sulkies (or chariots, as I dreamed they were) and the horses blasting around the track . . . well, it was uncontrolled excitement. And there were people all the way from New Zealand and Australia. Imagine that!

Trixie went out with one of the Australian drivers (they weren’t called jockeys) and he was lovely. He smoked, so I used to try out all the cigarette machines in town, tugging at the little silver drawers until one of them opened and I could sell him a packet of ten No. 6 cigarettes for a shilling. What profit that was, it was worth all the weeks of tugging. The trotting track was eventually bought by Mum’s schoolfriend Albert Gubay, who had set up the Kwik Save group of supermarkets. Albert later sold the track to Fred Pontin and that’s what it has now been for years, Pontins Prestatyn, but in my time it was a place of chariots and Aussie gladiators.

In 1964, when Trixie was 13, Anton was 11 and I was three, Mum bought an old Gestetner duplicator for Anton to start his own business printing pamphlets for local churches and knitting patterns for Aran sweaters. She would come home from work and Anton would stand the duplicator on the table and put the little one, me, on the stool beside it.

My job was to watch the paper while Anton turned the handle and fed the paper through. Mum had typed the stencils, so it was all ready for Anton to print.

If she resented the extra work, she never said. She was utterly  determined to make sure that we would be given the chance to work our way out of the poverty trap when we were older. To help towards this, she insisted that the three of us should learn to touch-type when we reached the age of eight - including my brother, which was unusual for a boy at that time - her mantra was, ‘You’ll never be out of work if you can type.’ In those days, typing pools were full of girls copy-typing (no photocopiers or computers or printers then - everything had to be re-typed endlessly). And she was right; there was always work waiting for us because we could type. And we would all have to work when we were older.

Mum had old vinyl 78 records that weighed a ton, with classical tunes like the William Tell Overture, and would sit us at her heavy manual typewriter, where we would thump the keys until our little fingers hurt, desperately trying to keep in time with the music. She would only let us stop learning once we had reached forty words per minute, which was fast for an old manual keyboard. Trixie was always the fastest. Speedy fingers.

As a very young girl, I had no idea how hard it was for my mother. It never occurred to me that we were poor. I didn’t see my childhood as austere, I just took it for what it was and assumed that most people lived like we did, sleeping four to a room. I never questioned why the three of us qualified for free school meals, why my mother held down many jobs at any one given moment, and why all my clothes were hand-me-downs from a girl who lived in the next street. I never realised that my mother had to sell the family trinkets to buy Anton a school  uniform or how difficult it was for her to raise a family of four on the little income she had.

In all those years of struggle and financial hardship, I only ever saw her cry twice. The first time was when she gave me a ten bob note (ten shillings is the equivalent of 50p today) to go to the shops. I must have been about seven years old and I walked happily into town, picked the bits and pieces that were on the shopping list from the shelves and then reached deep into my pocket for the crumpled brown note. Nothing. I fished around in the other pocket, but the note was gone. With a growing sense of panic, I looked around the shop, but there was no note lying on the floor.

Putting back the tins of food, I retraced my steps all the way home, but could find no money lying on the pavement. When I told Mum what had happened, she didn’t tell me off, but she quickly pulled on her coat and came outside with me, saying, ‘I’m sure it will turn up somewhere, Carol.’ But we walked back and forth, searching the roads and gutters for the money, to no avail. It was only when we arrived back home again, empty- handed, with no ten bob note - and no food - that Mum just crumpled. It was a huge amount of money for her, and she just slumped down at the kitchen table and wept.

I felt utterly wretched. I knew that the money was important, but I was still too young to realise the implications of trying to feed a whole family once the weekly income had gone.

Later that day, we had a knock at the door. It was a neighbour, who said he’d found the note lying on the pavement and had  heard from the grocery store that we had been hunting for it. Anton and I often wondered if he had really found the money at all; we still think that our neighbour was a good man who claimed he’d come across it just so that Mum would accept his charity.

The second time in my childhood when Mum cried in front of me was over a frozen chicken. These were the days when frozen food had really only just ‘arrived’ and it was said - in breathless awe - that it was much better for you than fresh food. Caught up in the excitement, we were all desperate to try our first frozen meal. So Mum saved her money, went to the shops and came back triumphantly with a prize chicken that had cost the grand sum of 7s 6d (seven shillings and six old pence).

We all crowded around the frozen chicken in admiration. Never has a Sunday roast lunch been so looked forward to. The night before, with much ceremony, Mum took the frozen chicken out of the fridge, explaining that it needed to ‘defrost’ overnight. Wow!

The next day, the chicken had done its job and shed the ice. So Mum placed it carefully onto a roasting tray and into the oven. We all sat back, looking forward to a really special meal. But after about an hour, our senses were interrupted by an acrid smell which filled the air. With a dawning horror, we realised that this foul burning odour was coming from the oven.

When Mum opened the oven door, smoke billowed out. She pulled out our frozen chicken and there, spilling from between its legs, were the melted plastic remains of the bag which had  contained the giblets. Mum had forgotten to remove it before putting the chicken in the oven.

In other circumstances, it might have been a funny mistake. But this was the chicken that my mum had saved so hard to buy. There was no other food, apart from the vegetables which had been ready to go with our magnificent roast.

Once more, Mum broke down and wept. Later, we all gamely picked at the vegetables on our plates and tried to talk about anything but our ruined meal.

But we did have treats. Every Sunday, my brother Anton would buy one Mars bar and then cut it into perfect, thin slices which he would arrange in an artistic spiral on a small plate. We would all sit and admire his skill and then make the Mars bar last all night. Our other treat was collecting ‘fish bits’ from the local fish and chip shop. These were the pieces of batter which had broken off in the fryer - no actual bits of fish were involved at all. They were scooped out and given to us for free. It was so tasty.

Each year, in the build-up to Christmas, Anton and I would get a Burlington Catalogue, which we would pore over excitedly every night, while Trixie was out and about with Pam. Many pages carried photographs of toys, gadgets and new-fangled inventions, of which there were many in the 60s, and we would carefully tick or draw rings around the ones we wanted.

From September onwards, we would write out our fantasy wishlists, based on the toys in the catalogue. I would go to bed, playing with my list in my head, mentally wondering if I should  swap the Monopoly game for a pair of shiny plastic roller skates, which would strap over my shoes. Or perhaps change the brand-new Saturn V rocket model for a nurse’s uniform. The rocket always won.

It was, of course, a fantasy and we knew it, but it was harmless. We never asked Mum for anything from the Burlington Catalogue  we knew she couldn’t afford it and, instead, would wait for Christmas Day and the chance to open what single present our mother had been able to afford for us, and we would holler and whoop with excitement whatever it was.

When I was very young I would sit on the sofa with my Janet and John books and my much-loved teddy bear Bungee, which Mum had bought for me as a joint birthday and Christmas present. Bungee was in a sale for a few shillings, on account of the fact that he only had one ear and nobody else would buy him. I loved Bungee, and over the years he has been stuffed with old pairs of tights and patched with bits of old dresses, but he’s still with me, I still love him and he still only has one ear. Bungee is precious.

In the corner of the lounge sat a small black-and-white Bush television with a huge tuning dial, like a radio. From this, twice a week, the Coronation Street theme would crackle out, calling us from wherever we were. I was a Coronation Street baby; I was born on 24 December 1960, and Coronation Street aired for the first time just two weeks earlier, on the 9th. I’ve always watched it and probably always will.

So the instantly recognisable theme tune and the familiar  faces who appeared in black and white in front of me became as much a part of my childhood as the smell of frying chips and the static which left my hair sticking up and sparked lightning whenever I took off my acrylic jumper in the dark.

But while we might have lived in relative poverty, Mum enriched our lives and my abiding memory of our time in our tiny flat is one of love and laughter. Mum always used to say: ‘We ain’t much money, but we do see life!’ And how right she was.

Every day, Trixie and Pam and their boyfriends of the time would tear through the flat, screaming with laughter. They would spend hours dancing and singing along to Motown hits on the record player. Their particular favourites were the Crystals’ ‘Da Doo Ron Ron’ and the Foundations’ ‘Build Me Up Buttercup’, still my favourite song to this day. And when they weren’t busy experimenting with the latest 60s fashions and the terrible-smelling sample face packs they got from the Avon lady, they would be plotting their next act of mischief. They liked nothing more than a practical joke, whether it was ringing all the doorbells in the street and then running away or making prank calls when we eventually got our first telephone in 1968, a blue Trimphone that made a trilling sound when it rang. I remember the day they roped Anton into printing fraudulent tickets to the school disco and the time they changed Miss Williams’ milk order by adding a zero to the number four on a note she had left for the milkman. Luckily, my mother was able to unravel their plot and alter the note again before it was too  late and Miss Williams woke to find 40 bottles of Gold Top on her doorstep.

My favourite was a trick they used to do on the phone. I’d sit and watch it happening time and time again quite happily. They’d pick a number from the phone book and dial. When the person answered, one of them would shout, ‘Quick, quick, send Fred, my tap’s burst!’ And before the person had a chance to say that Fred didn’t live there, they would put the phone down. Then, five minutes later, they’d ring up again and say, ‘Quick, send Fred the plumber, ’cause the water’s rising fast and my feet are wet.’ They would repeat this about five times, while this supposed water level was rising, and the person on the end of the phone kept saying: “Fred doesn’t live here”. Until eventually they would force Anton to ring up and in his deepest voice say, ‘Hello, Fred the plumber here. Got any messages?’ And everyone would squeal with laughter.

Because of his health problems, Anton was very much a homeboy. Though I never saw anything ‘different’ about him - to me he was just my older brother - other people did. If we walked down the street together I would see people do double-takes as they looked at his face. He would smile, but there is no doubt that his cleft lip and palate dented his confidence and it was only when I was older that I realised he had been crippled with shyness as a result. Of course, he had friends, but unlike Trixie, who was really popular, Anton preferred to keep himself to himself. And so, when I was younger, we spent a great deal of time together.

Anton loved chess and taught me to play when I was very young. We would sit for hours while he showed me another little trick or pattern. In his woodwork lessons in school he made a chess table, which was our most cherished item. It had four triangular wooden flaps that folded over to protect the surface and he kept his chess set in the drawer he’d built within it. We enjoy similar things, my brother and I.

Anton was responsible for one of our ‘golden days’, when the Camay Soap Princess came to call at our house. He’d seen a poster for a Camay competition where to enter you had to buy three bars of soap, so he nagged Mum to buy them and she gave in to him, as he was always such a good boy and never normally asked for anything. Not long after, Mum had to take him to the doctor. When they got back, there was a knock on the door and the Camay Princess (a young lady in a beautiful dress with a sash) was standing there, with the Camay Princess car behind her, which had a huge golden crown on top of it. She asked if Mum had any Camay products in the house, which of course she did, as she’d just bought Anton’s three bars of soap. We all gathered at the front door to witness this sprinkling of glamour and excitement. Then the Princess said that for every general knowledge question Mum answered correctly, she would get £5, as long as she had a bar of soap to go with every question. If she answered three questions correctly, she got a bonus of another £5. That day Mum and Anton won £20, which the Princess presented to them in a golden plastic wallet. Life was full of wonderful surprises. This was wealth beyond our dreams.

Anton and I loved to go ‘jumbling’. On a Friday evening, when there was a little bit of money to spare, Mum would take us to the local jumble sales as a treat and give us a couple of shillings each (about 10p today) to spend. Mum would go off in search of clothes, Anton would spend his money on broken toys to fix and I would go rummaging through the bookstalls for my maths books, a subject I had loved from almost the first moment I went to school. Old books with sheets of sums to tackle - they were beautiful things to me.

Saturday mornings were spent at the Scala cinema at the bottom of the hill, loudly banging our feet up and down waiting for the children’s film to start, and Saturday afternoons we’d all be found hiding behind our lounge curtains, looking out at the back hedge and trying not to be seen. Our hedge separated us from the garden of the baker’s shop and Mrs Jackson, the owner of the bakery, was very kind. Anything she couldn’t sell by the end of the week and which wouldn’t stay fresh over the weekend would be popped into a cardboard box and put on top of the hedge on a Saturday afternoon. Somehow she always managed to do it when we weren’t looking; the box would magically appear. We loved those cakes, a gift from the bakery goddess.

We didn’t have holidays as such. In the summer, I would be sent off to stay with Mum’s sister, Aunty Dilys, who was married to a wonderful man - my Uncle Glyn - and my two fab cousins Sian and Robert (both more or less the same age as me). They lived on a dairy farm called Bryngwyn, which was a few miles away.

I loved it there, as it was so free and easy. The men would be working hard in the fields or with the animals and the kitchen window was always open so that Aunt Dilys could hand out cups of tea and snacks as the day went on. I enjoyed helping (well, I thought I was helping) when the hay was being baled, sitting in the fields with the men, my cousins and the Caldicott boys from down the road eating our lunch. Once, when the trailer of hay bales was stacked off centre the whole lot toppled over.

Twice a day the cows were brought into the ‘shippon’ (the milking shed) where they’d be fed while they were milked. My job, to help Uncle Glyn, was to weigh out the cow nuts from an enormous galvanised trolley. Cows tend to kick a bit, so I’d be very careful when I sidled up beside them to pour the food into their troughs, but I loved those animals. I loved their daft faces and their softness and their pace. I still do. Calves would be born, rats would be found, all manner of things would happen on that farm, stuck up a bumpy lane where no traffic ever went. I’d set up a pretend shop on a big lump of concrete by the gate and accost anyone who ventured past or, if no-one happened my way, I’d have to be the customer and the shopkeeper, selling grass and stones. In my child’s mind, the stones would act as potatoes and cakes as well as money, which was a bit confusing but kept my busy.

My grandfather Taidie moved to the farm when my grandmother Nainie died and that is where I remember him best. Always smart in his farmer’s tweed jacket, flat cap and good  walking boots, he would offer us Callard & Bowser butterscotch sweets, which would take ages to suck, and Nuttall’s Mintoes. Taidie was a gentle man, strong and handsome and smiling. He still went to market with the animals every week. He died when he had a heart attack at the age of 83 trying to pump up the tyres of his old Morris Minor with a stirrup pump. My grandparents were good people and Mum missed them desperately.

Bryngwyn was geographically as far as we ever seemed to get. Not that we minded, for one of the great things about growing up in Prestatyn was that there was never any need to go away. We had it all on our doorstep.

When the weather was good, we would tear down from the top of the town where we lived, either on bikes or on foot, to the sea, which was about a mile away. There, my friends and I would sit lapping up the sun on the sea wall or venture down onto the long, sandy beach and wile away the day building sandcastles or paddling around in the sea.

On the way down to the beach and next to the big traffic lights (the only traffic lights in town) was a bingo hall and, off-season, the manager would let us in free because he wanted to make it look busy. We weren’t allowed to win anything, but that didn’t matter - just playing the game and flicking the plastic covers over the numbers as fast as they were called was a thrill in itself for me. Numbers, always numbers.

And when Prestatyn became one of the first towns in the United Kingdom to boast a proper supermarket in the mid 60s, we were beside ourselves with excitement. Not because of Kwik  Save itself, but because of the rubber mat which activated the automatic doors - the like of which we had never seen before. Many a happy afternoon was spent leaping on and off the rubber mat and watching the magic doors open and shut, much to the annoyance of the shop manager.

The rest of the time was spent playing in our street. Most of the houses had an open-door policy and we were allowed to come and go as we liked, as long as we were always ‘back for tea’. Because few people in Palmeira Gardens had cars, there was very little traffic and so we claimed it as our playground. In the winter it was a football pitch (although tricky, as it was on a slope, so you always tried to be on the team heading downhill); come summer it was a cricket field or a tennis court. As long as we had a bat and ball and enough imagination; the possibilities were endless.

Some of my fondest memories of that time revolve around my school days. I just loved being there. Ysgol Mair, which translates from the Welsh as St Mary’s School, was a Catholic primary school in the next town of Rhyl. My mother wasn’t born a Catholic. She converted to the faith when she married my father, but she took her newly found religious beliefs seriously enough to want us all to have a Catholic education, even if that meant I had to travel by bus to Rhyl every day rather than go to the local primary school in Prestatyn.

It was a small but very happy school run by the truly exceptional headmaster, Mr Jemmett. Fred Jemmett was everything that a great teacher should be. Strict yet funny at the  same time, he wouldn’t accept low expectations; he knew that for most of us education was our best chance in life and he did everything in his power to help the children he taught. Short in stature, with an incredibly smiley and welcoming face, he was devoted to his school and his pupils and we all wanted to please him and do our best for him.

My formal love affair with numbers and maths began when I was four years old and I was first introduced to proper arithmetic by my Class One teacher, the diminutive nun Sister Zita. I was sitting at the front of the class as the tiny nun, who was not much taller than the children she taught, carefully chalked some numbers on her blackboard and asked us to add them up. To my delight, she gave each of us a pristine new exercise book to work from, and I can still feel the excitement and trembling anticipation I felt as I worked on my first maths exercise. The numbers and sums just seemed to dance off the page and as the other children in my class methodically completed their exercises, I hurriedly and eagerly raced through mine.

One day in Sister Zita’s class, I weed my knickers (I was too scared to ask to go to the toilet). We were all painting pictures at the time and not wanting the rest of the class to know what I had done, I knocked the jam jar of dirty water over, so that it splashed across my dress and covered up the mess underneath my chair. A completely wet dress was the lesser of two evils as far as I was concerned.

My best friend in school was called Debbie Cawthray. Her  nana was from Gibraltar and was our school cook - she made the best ever millionaire’s shortbread. Debbie was so pretty, but I was a tomboy, with a pudding basin haircut and a mono-brow. I was so much of a tomboy, in fact, that bus conductors used to think I was a boy whenever I wore trousers.

I’m not sure why, but I just loved to learn and, with the exception of PE, which I never really took to or saw the point of, I was good at all my subjects, so much so that within a year of entering school, I was doing the work of the children two years older than me and I was moved up one year. I tried hard at everything, but it was maths which I loved above all else.
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